MEASURE FOR MEASURE
in Ben Jonson's phrase, to 'call forth Sophocles to us', and to
ponder on the Philoctetes. In that play Neoptolemus is asked to
sell his honour and betray his father's friend by a base lie, for
the good of his country, and for the ultimate good of the friend
who is to be deceived. Neoptolemus refuses indignantly, but
he lets himself be drawn into discussion, and so sells his honour
and his friend. But the anticipated good does not follow, and
Neoptolemus has to make amends to his friend, though this
means treason to the Greek army. The play is ending, with
Neoptolemus deserting the army, and even contemplating war
against his own countrymen, when the god appears from the
machine to solve the knot. All this follows because Neoptolemus
listens and debates when he hears the voice of the tempter:
cNow give thyself to me for one short, shameless day, and then,
for the rest of thy time, be called of all mortals the most
righteous.3 We cannot argue with the tempter, when our own
desires are already so much enlisted on his side. We can only
refuse, instinctively, vehemently.
It is precisely the alternation of vehemence with silence
which gives Isabel her individuality. When she first understands
the drift of Angelo's temptation, the poor child flies at him with
a pathetic attempt at blackmail: 'Sign me a present pardon for
my brother, or... I'll tell the world . ..' When she is told that
Angelo has slain Glaudio, she exclaims:
O, I will to him and pluck out his eyes!
Shakespeare sometimes puts his heroines in pairs, coupling the
fierce, vehement girl with the gentle, swooning girl: Hermia
with Helena, Beatrice with Hero, Isabel with Mariana* For
all her silence and modesty, Isabel has the ferocity of the martyr.
Yet I don't think Shakespeare disliked his vixens. Hermia has
nails which can reach her enemy's eyes. Benedick foresaw a
predestinate scratched face for the husband of Beatrice. Yet
would any of us take Hero in to dinner, if we could get Beatrice,
or go hiking through the Athenian forest with Helena, if we
could get Hermia?
Critics ask, as does Sir Edmund Chambers, whether Isabel
too 'has not had her ordeal, and in her turn failed*, whether
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